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Chapter One

LILY

 

“My feet are aching,” Lily called out over the music. “I’m exhausted!”

Maree rolled her eyes at her friend. “Come on. Stop acting like an old lady. You’re not even forty yet. We are partying til at least three.” Maree was whining. “Just let down your hair.”

Lily shook her head. Not for the first time that night, she vowed never to go out with Maree again. She pondered joking with Maree about the fact that her long hair was already down, but she figured she wouldn’t be heard over the music. “I’ll go sit down, then.” 

Maree grinned in response, but Lily knew there was no way she could get her to leave the dance floor. She had her eye on a petite blonde dancing off to the side. It was typical of Maree—as soon as her relationships finished, she’d be on the lookout for some new girl. “The best way to get over someone is to get under someone else” was Maree’s motto, but it was definitely not Lily’s way of thinking. Besides, meeting someone in a club wasn’t exactly her cup of tea. The nightclub, the Palace, seemed like a meat market. That’s what Maree enjoyed.

Spying a chair off in a quiet corner, Lily made a beeline for the bar, hoping the seat would still be empty once she got a drink. 

She got herself a cola and dodged drunk people everywhere to sit down. As she approached the quiet chair in the corner, though, she noticed a woman sitting off to the side at the same table. She must have been there the whole time but had been blocked by the wall. “Do you mind if I sit? I wouldn’t normally intrude, but my feet…” Lily couldn’t believe she was asking—she usually wouldn’t approach a stranger—but she was desperate. The woman was sitting quietly, so it shouldn’t be a problem. Lily just hoped she didn’t have a group of friends that would soon join her. 

The woman shook her head. “Please, make yourself comfortable.”

Lily smiled. “Thank you. What a terrible night,” she muttered, more to herself than to the woman near her. But the woman responded anyway. “I’m Parker,” she said. “So tell me why it’s such an awful night, and why you don’t go home?”

Lily rolled her eyes. She hadn’t intended on chatting, but she had started it, clearly interrupting Parker’s peace and quiet, so she figured she’d better explain. “My friend just broke up her latest U-Haul relationship. And she’s clearly looking for another.” Lily gave Parker a crooked grin. “Or something. That’s her there, and she seems to have her eye on that blonde in the purple dress.”

Parker craned her neck and glanced at Maree and the blonde in the purple dress. “Okay, and what are her chances?”

“I have no idea. I have seen them stealing glances at each other, but…” Lily shrugged. “Truthfully, I have enough trouble working out whether women are attracted to me, let alone whether Maree has a chance.”

“Are you flirting with me?” Parker asked, smiling wryly. 

Lily was confused. “Huh? Flirting?”

“Well, you said you can’t work out if women are attracted to you. Was that a loaded comment? Like you’re waiting for me to look in your eyes and say, ‘I am,’ or something. Because I’m not…”

“What? No!” Lily shook her head. She couldn’t believe the woman was thinking that! She’d barely even looked at her. “No, I was just meaning… Never mind.” Now she was annoyed. She couldn’t even sit down without someone in the meat market thinking she was fair game.

“Sorry, I’ve made things awkward. It’s just…that was a little forward of me, but I wondered if that’s what you were getting at.”

Lily blushed. “Sorry, I’m not here for that. Unlike Maree over there.” She looked over and noticed Maree was now dancing closer to the blonde in the purple dress. Lily turned back to Parker and looked at her for the first time. She realised that if she was looking, Parker was exactly the type of woman who would turn her head. Short dark hair, broad shoulders, strong. Not her ‘type’ exactly, but sexy as hell. She had to look away.

“She’s getting closer,” Parker said, interrupting Lily’s thoughts. She gestured toward Maree and the blonde. Lily followed her gaze. “I’d just noticed that too.”

“What happens? She’ll go home with her? If she’s interested?” Parker was curious.

Lily shrugged. “Maree will do whatever the circumstances demand. She’s a serial monogamist, and while she does go home with a girl on the first night, that’s not usually her style. She’d prefer a phone number at the end of the night.”

“A phone number.” Parker smiled. “Cute. I didn’t know people still did that. Not since 2005.”

“You don’t give out your number?”

“It’s not that I don’t give out my number, it’s just…I hate the phone.”

“I hate the phone too. Text me, email me, messenger me. Just don’t call me.”

Parker absentmindedly looked toward the dance floor. “My friend is in there somewhere too. I don’t know where he went.” It hadn’t even occurred to Lily that Parker was there with someone. Actually, Lily hadn’t really given any thought to why Parker was there. 

“Do you have to stay til he comes back?”

Parker shook her head. “He does this. He might have already found some bloke. I don’t know. He invites me out, and we usually just grab dinner, have a nice catch-up. But then some nights he pleads with me to come to a place like this, and bam, I don’t see him again. I fall for it every time though. This is not really my scene.” Parker gestured around the club. “I’m here for Nathan.”

“That’s…nice of you…I guess.”

“Tonight we had incredible pizzas, so it’s not a total waste of a night. I should probably head home soon, but I thought I’d sit for a bit, finish my beer, and then you came along.” She gazed toward the dance floor, clearly scanning for her friend. 

Lily frowned. “Does he usually return?”

“Generally, but it could be way past my bedtime.” She yawned. “He doesn’t seem to worry if I’m waiting, so I don’t worry about him.” She laughed dryly. “Hey, I don’t even know your name.”

“Lily,” she said, smiling. 

“That’s a pretty name. It suits you.” Lily blushed, but Parker kept talking. “Listen, there’s a coffee shop around the corner. It makes the most incredible—”

“Lattes?” Lily asked, grinning. “I go there too. When Maree ditches me.”

“Do you have caffeine this late at night?”

Lily shrugged. “I usually have no trouble sleeping, even when I do. Usually by the time I’ve danced the night away, I’m exhausted enough. Do you want to go?”

“I’d love a coffee, and I’m enjoying chatting with you.”

Lily was pleased. It had been a long time since she’d enjoyed the company of a gorgeous woman, and though she wasn’t planning to date any time soon, she was enjoying talking to Parker. As they sipped their coffee and shared a large chunk of caramel slice, they realised they both loved eighties music and reminisced about various music film clips. 

“The Thriller one got my sister and I dancing every afternoon after school. We would try to moonwalk. Jacqui was really good at it. I was never as good as her.”

“I used to moonwalk, and breakdance with my sister too.”

“Oh yeah, breakdancing! That was fun!” Lily smiled, remembering how she and her cousins used to try to breakdance at parties.

“The children of today won’t have anything like that in years to come,” Parker said. “They’ll remember just pouting into the camera, and planking, and all the ordinary stuff. The eighties were much better.”

Lily agreed. She quietly pondered Bodhi’s friends, and how much of their catch-ups were spent on game consoles, battling one another. She didn’t bother mentioning Bodhi though. She wasn’t trying to make a lifelong friend, and she certainly wasn’t going to date. She was, however, enjoying Parker’s company and didn’t want the evening to end. She couldn’t help gazing at her when she wasn’t looking and wondering what it would be like to kiss her. That unsettled her. It had been a long time since she’d even had thoughts like that, and she didn’t need to start now. She shook her head and asked Parker what video games she’d played as a kid.

“My brother and I would play for hours.”

Lily laughed. “I did, too, with my cousins. God, it was a long time ago.”

“Well, we’re not that old.” Parker put her empty coffee cup down. “This is really great, getting to know you.” 

“Yeah, it’s fun.” Lily smiled. “I really should go soon though.”

Parker glanced at her watch. “Did you drive or cab it?”

“I drove.” 

Parker asked her where she parked and whether she could walk her to her car. “That would be lovely,” Lily said, and she was truly grateful. She never did love walking alone to her car in the city, and although she didn’t know Parker, she felt comfortable and safe around her. As they strolled, they chatted about where they both lived—about ten minutes from each other—and how long their commutes to work were. 

“The irony is I moved to Canberra and thought since everything is so close I’d have a short commute to work, but I’m going from Tuggeranong to Belconnen every day.” Parker shrugged. “It’s no drama, but it’s about an hour out of each day, round trip. Still, it’s hardly a Sydney or Melbourne commute.” 

“What do you do?”

“I’m a teacher. I’ve been at the school I’m at for nearly ten years now. I do love it. I sometimes wonder about moving closer to work though.”

“I bet.” Lily was disappointed to see they’d arrived at the car already. 

“You don’t have to drive your friend home, do you?” Parker asked as if it just occurred to her.

Lily shook her head. “No, I did text her earlier to let her know I was leaving. I didn’t tell her I’d left with a woman. That would invite twenty questions.”

“So your friend does that often, but you don’t?” 

Lily shook her head. “Never.” 

Parker looked disappointed. “So there’s no chance of me getting your phone number, then?”

“I told you I don’t do phone numbers. And neither do you, apparently.”

Parker’s eyes twinkled in response as she tried to hide a smile. “What about another coffee? At my house? Do you do that?”

Lily was silent. It sounded innocent enough, but even if Parker’s invitation was genuine, she knew what would happen if she went home with her, and she couldn’t say she wasn’t tempted. It had been a long time since she’d enjoyed a ‘coffee’ at the house of a beautiful woman. She couldn’t deny her attraction to Parker either. She could barely stop staring at her, but she had vowed not to have a relationship. It was incredibly tempting, even though it would have to be a one-night thing. Finally, she shrugged and asked, “Do you have instant coffee or good coffee?” She couldn’t believe she was even considering it. There was something about Parker. She didn’t want to end the evening yet, only enjoy being around Parker just a little longer. 

“I have good coffee. Really good coffee.” She smiled. “It’s definitely worth the visit. I think you’ll really like my coffee.”

Parker’s cheeky smile got her, and the inuendo excited her. More than she’d been excited in a long time. She glanced at Parker again and felt desire overtake her. In a very bold move, she stepped forward and kissed her lips. Gently at first, but as Parker responded, Lily responded also. 

“Wow,” Parker said when Lily broke away. “That was some kiss.”

Lily nodded and smiled. She felt the same way. It had felt comfortable and passionate—just right. Exactly what she needed. “Do you have your car here?” Lily asked. Parker shook her head, so Lily opened the passenger door. “Then get in, before I change my mind.” Lily had never seen someone jump in a car so quickly.

*

PARKER’S HOME WAS small and fairly minimalistic but very neat. Rows of shelving units lined her walls. Everything appeared so organised. She wasn’t at all surprised to see the sleek, black couches had no cushions, and there was little decoration around the house. 

They skipped the coffee entirely, and as they kissed, the intention between them for the rest of the evening became very clear—as if there was ever any doubt at the car park—but Lily had to be sure Parker understood. She broke away from a kiss and said, “Parker, there’s one thing.”

“Oh God,” Parker said in mock concern. “Warts? Syphilis? Husband?”

Lily grinned in response. “No, none of the above. It’s just…I’m not a relationship girl.”

“You’re not a relationship girl?” Parker seemed surprised. 

Lily shook her head and said apologetically, “This is a one-off. I can’t offer anything more than that.”

Parker looked disappointed but made a joke about it. “So there is a husband?”

“No, I’m gay. Definitely no husband. I just don’t need the complication. But I’m attracted to you, and you seem to be attracted to me, and…” she trailed off as Parker began kissing her again.

“I am very attracted to you, and I thank you for being honest. I do enjoy your company, and if you want to see if we could become friends…afterwards…I’d love that.” Lily knew friendship would never work between them, but there was no way she could offer anything more than one night. Parker, though obviously disappointed, wasn’t saying no. Lily was concerned her honesty might have ruined the moment, but she moved toward Parker again, and within moments, they were completely absorbed in their kissing. They made their way to the bedroom, where Lily was not surprised to find the bed perfectly made. She was already getting an insight into this tall, strong woman’s character, but that wasn’t what she was there for.

Parker moved her lips from Lily’s and started kissing her neck. Lily moaned in response, and Parker began trying to find a zip to remove Lily’s velvet dress. “Here,” she said, laughing and pulling it up over her head. “It’s a slip-on, slip-off dress. There’s no zip.” 

Parker smiled. “Slip off—my kind of dress.” Now Lily was lying in her underwear, but she felt more confident than usual. Parker looked impressed at what she saw and tugged on Lily’s bra strap in a hint to remove it. In response, Lily unsnapped it and removed it for Parker, who buried her face in her breasts. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation of Parker gently alternating rubbing her breasts and licking her nipples. She pulled Parker’s shirt off and then smiled appreciatively. “Do you work out?” she asked.

Parker blushed and nodded. “Sometimes I go to the gym.” 

Lily traced her fingers over Parker’s shoulders, mesmerized. She put her arms around Parker’s back, and then traced down toward her jeans, tugging them just low enough to give Parker the idea. Parker took her jeans off, and within moments they were both fully naked and embracing each other. Parker really took the lead, and then, moving her way down Lily’s body, she brought her to ecstasy a number of times before Lily took over, treating Parker to the same pleasure.

Afterwards, they lay in each other’s arms, and Lily smiled at Parker. “That was incredible.”

Parker nodded. “Pretty good together, aren’t we?” 

Lily agreed. “Yes, but it was definitely a one-off.” Lily felt bad, but she had no other option.

“Why?” Parker asked. “Compatibility like that doesn’t come along often.” Parker sounded sad, and Lily felt awful, but she couldn’t fix it for Parker. She just gave Parker a small smile, and said, “Sorry, but I really enjoyed this evening. Thanks for making it much better than I expected.”

Parker shook her head. “No. Thank you! After Nathan left me, I figured I’d be home on the couch watching TV before ten! The night turned out much better than I ever expected.”

“I’d better go now,” Lily said, as she dressed. 

A few minutes later, she stood at Parker’s front door. “I might see you around.”  

Parker pecked her on the cheek and responded, “I certainly hope so!”


Chapter Two

PARKER

 

“And then she left,” Parker said to Nathan.

“She just…walked out?” he asked, screwing up his face. “That’s sooo not a lesbian move.”

“She did. She’d warned me, but I’m not used to that. It was an incredible night. I’m not used to a woman running out on me.”

Nathan shook his head, clearly bemused. “It’s usually the other way around.”

“To be fair, you know I’m not a player. But yes, if it happens, it’s usually me who ends up running.” Parker gave a small grin, pausing for a moment. “She’s got me intrigued.”

“You know the saying,” Nathan said, “if someone tells you who they are, believe them. She’s told you she’s not a relationship girl, she didn’t give you her number, just let it go.” The waiter delivered them their brunch plates, interrupting their conversation.

Parker shrugged as she surveyed her breakfast, and then picked up her fork. “So, tell me about your night.”

Nathan gave Parker a cheeky grin. “I went home with some incredible flight attendant. I ended up staying the night at his hotel.”

Parker raised her eyebrows. “That’s sooo not a Nathan move.”

“I know! I woke up and thought ‘Crap, what’s my escape plan?’ His flight out wasn’t til six pm. And so when you texted and suggested brunch, it was the perfect getaway. I jumped at the chance.”

“Here I was thinking you were jumping at the chance to see your best mate, given we didn’t get much time to catch up last night.”

“That too, darling. Of course.” Nathan grinned at Parker, clearly realising he could have offended her. 

Parker wasn’t easily offended, though, especially when it came to Nathan. Besides, if he hadn’t abandoned her, she might not have met Lily. Although Lily was determined it was a one-night fling, Parker hoped that maybe she’d come across her again. Canberra wasn’t that big a city, so maybe they’d meet again through their networks or maybe they’d run into one another on another evening at the Palace. Parker half wondered if she should go there every weekend on the off chance of running into her but recognised that was an act of desperation. 

She wished she’d asked Lily more questions. She didn’t even know what she did for work. It really was a strange evening. They’d talked a lot and really connected on a deep level, but in hindsight, Parker knew nothing about her. She didn’t even know why Lily didn’t want a relationship. She did know that Lily loved Friends and Seinfeld, was a huge fan of KD Lang, and could do a mean moonwalk. She felt she knew who Lily was as a person, and she’d seen her vulnerable and open to her, but in terms of actual day-to-day life, or even how to track her down, she knew nothing.

“Penny for your thoughts, Parks,” Nathan said. Parker simply shrugged in response.

“You have it bad, don’t you?” he asked. 

Parker didn’t respond. She knew it was a one-night fling, and she wasn’t going to let herself go crazy now, but she had to admit, Lily had been on her mind. Still, she would survive. 

“Anyway, school holidays soon enough. That’ll cheer you up!”

Parker smiled and nodded. “What are your plans?” She couldn’t believe she hadn’t already discussed this with Nathan. Normally they planned their holidays down to the day.

“I’m spending Easter visiting my cousins. I decided to drive to Melbourne, rather than fly this time.”

“You should have flown,” Parker quipped. “I hear the flight attendants are pretty cool.”

“Touché.” Nathan winked at her. “Melbourne should be fun. I’ll spend five days there, maybe, and then come home. I’d like to relax a bit, but I’ll be up for a night out on the second weekend.”

That sounded good to Parker. She secretly hoped she might run into Lily, the first woman to capture her interest in a long time.

After she left Nathan, she decided to go straight home and get ready for the week ahead. She took a leaf out of Nathan’s book and decided to make some Easter plans. She rang her parents and made plans to visit them in Sydney for the Easter weekend. 

“That’ll be lovely. Briony was planning to visit too. She might have told you. I’m sure Nick, Jenny, and the kids would love to come over for Easter lunch unless they’re doing something with Jenny’s family. Maybe dinner then. Look, I’ll speak to Jenny and make a plan,” Parker’s mum, Judy, said.

“Thanks, Mum. That sounds nice.” Parker’s sister, Briony, lived about an hour out of Sydney. Her brother, Nick, lived in Sydney, only about fifteen minutes from their parents. By that evening, Parker was pleased that the plan was locked in, and she would be sharing Easter Sunday lunch with her whole family. She couldn’t wait even though it was still over a month away.


Chapter Three

LILY

 

LILY HAD JUST sat down to her cheese and mushroom omelette for dinner, when the doorbell rang. She frowned in confusion. She wasn’t expecting anyone, and it was rare for people to drop in unexpectedly. She looked through the peephole and saw Maree, so opened the door.

“You don’t usually pop in,” Lily said, frowning, but then smiled. “Not that you’re not welcome.”

“I tried to not pop in. I’ve been texting you for about two hours,” she said, shaking her phone. “But no response!”

Lily shook her head. It wasn’t like her to not check her phone, but she’d had a lazy Sunday afternoon soak in the bath and had obviously forgotten to get the phone off charge.

“I’m sorry. It was on charge. What’s up?”

“Where are Scott and Bodhi?” Maree asked, noticing how quiet the house was.

“Dinner at Scott’s parents’ house. I thought I’d take advantage of the empty house, so I had a spa bath and then made a very low key dinner. Do you want me to make you one?”

Maree looked at the omelette. “It looks good, and I’m starving. But you stay there. I’ll make it while we talk.”

Maree walked to the kitchen and grabbed the fry pan off the counter. She went to the fridge to get out eggs and cheese. “Have you got bacon on yours?”

Lily shook her head. “Not on mine, but there’s bacon or ham in there if you want it. I just had cheese and mushroom.”

“I need some meat,” Maree said. “I might make mine ham and cheese.” The two women cheerfully talked over Maree’s cooking as Lily finishing up eating her omelette.

“How did you end up last night? The blonde in the purple dress?”

“I got her number, but no kiss or anything.” 

“That’s just the way you like it,” Lily said triumphantly. “You can go on a nice, romantic date.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t even see you leave. I got your message, so I knew you were heading home early. Was your night total crap?” Maree pouted in empathy for Lily. Lily shook her head. 

“It was fine.”

“Fine?” Maree’s brow creased. “Netflix? Or curled up with a good book?”

“Actually, I went home with a woman,” Lily responded. She hadn’t planned on telling Maree—she didn’t want to be questioned for hours—but there was something about the way Maree just assumed she was home having a dull evening. Of course, the moment Lily mentioned how she’d actually spent her night, Maree’s eyes lit up, and she asked a million questions. Growing tired of Maree’s excitement and questioning, Lily sighed. She would have been better not telling her anything at all. Trouble was, she just couldn’t get Parker out of her mind.


Chapter Four

PARKER

Ten months later

 

Parker was nervous as she got ready for her first day at work after summer holidays. She still had a week before the children would return to school, but the week was filled with preparation, meetings, and personal development training. For what felt like about the millionth time, Parker glanced down at her schedule for the week and sighed. Making the plunge to change schools after so long was always going to be stressful. She was so comfortable at the school she’d worked at for ten years, but she worried she’d got too comfortable. When Nathan had told her about the job vacancies at the school he worked at, she had jumped at the opportunity, although the change did concern her.

She relaxed as soon as she arrived at school and saw Nathan chatting to another teacher. He took her under his wing and began introducing her to all the people she hadn’t yet met. She had met a few of them at her interview, and they’d all seemed lovely. She didn’t want to rely too much on Nathan, but she certainly appreciated having him to introduce her. He spent the day making sure she knew her way around the school and met the people she needed to meet. At lunch time, she sat next to Nathan on one side of her and a vivacious blonde woman on the other side. 

“I’m Kelly,” the blonde said. “You must be the new grade three teacher?”

Parker nodded. “Nathan and I will be the grade three team.”

Kelly shook her head. “There are three grade three classes.”

“Oh, really? You didn’t tell me,” she said, accusing Nathan.

“I did so. I said the other grade three teacher was a little difficult. I don’t really like her.”

“Oh, I don’t remember that,” Parker confessed, then looked around the staff room. “Everyone seems nice though. So, which one is the difficult one?”

Nathan roared with laughter and looked at Kelly. Parker was confused and felt she was in the middle of some kind of joke, but it was going over her head. 

“I’m the other grade three teacher,” Kelly said, rolling her eyes. “Nathan thinks he’s being funny, but he’s not.” Kelly was deadpan, but Parker could tell there was a lot of affection between them. 

“So clearly the grade three teacher relationships are based on put-downs?” Parker asked.

Kelly shook her head and said, “No, that’s just Nathan’s style. I’m a very supportive colleague.” She shrugged. 

“I can deal with Nathan,” Parker said, smiling. “We’ve been friends nearly twenty years.”

“Wow, how did you meet? Did you go to high school together?”

“Oh, you flatter me, Kelly. No, we went to university together. We’re oldies.”

“Thirty-seven is hardly old. Gosh, even forty is young. Forty is the new twenty, darling,” Nathan said, and Parker laughed in response.

“Yeah, if the new twenty is a ten pm bedtime, slipper socks, and wild nights at the movie cinemas instead of clubs.” Parker joked.

Kelly was clearly amused. Parker liked her already. “So, tell me about yourself, since we’re going to be teaching buddies.” 

Kelly shrugged. “Not much to tell. I’m a full-time teacher and dabbling writer. I am trying my hand at writing a new novel, actually,” Kelly admitted in a shy, hushed tone. “I’ve always wanted to, but I got into teaching as a back-up plan, to ensure I actually got paid. A few years ago I just decided I’d better get started. I’m single, no kids. I like kids, but I’m not pining to have any. I wouldn’t mind a guy though. But all the men I meet through work are married, awful, or gay!” She looked pointedly at Nathan, who shrugged in response. 

“All the girls wish I played for their team,” he said cheekily. “But they haven’t got the goods I need.” 

Kelly swatted him away, clearly cringing at the visual image. “Anyway, I try to write five hundred words a day, but that gets challenging in report card time.” Kelly shrugged. “No one else here knows I’m a writer because I’m using a pseudonym.” Kelly was really speaking in hushed tones now.

“Oh, so you’re actually published?”

Kelly shook her head. “About to be. My first book will be out early next year.”

“Oh, wow, that’s fantastic. What genre?”

Kelly shot a look around the room. “Romance. Well, romance probably sounds quite demure. My books are not demure.” She blushed but smiled as she talked. “I’m just guessing it’s probably not your type of book.”

Parker tried to hide her smile. Clearly Kelly had read her as a gay woman, and obviously Kelly’s books were of the fifty shades variety! Still, Parker didn’t discriminate with her reading, and if she and Kelly became friendly, she would, of course, rush out to buy her debut novel. 

“Maybe not, but I hope you’ll keep us informed about the book,” Parker enthused. “I’d love to read it.”

Nathan stage whispered, “She held his quivering manhood in her hand and said, ‘Fellipe, you are exquisite. Fill me now!’” 

As Nathan pretended to quote from the book, Kelly shook her head at him and said, “How did you get a copy of my manuscript? You’ve quoted it word for word.”

Parker liked Kelly already.


Chapter Five

LILY

 

Lily stretched out her legs and yawned, then lay back on her beach towel. From where she was laying, she could just spot Scott and Bodhi running through the water. Bodhi was giggling as Scott would dart in and out in an attempt to catch Bodhi, but Bodhi would always get away. Lily wondered if Scott was letting him, but she also knew Bodhi was getting pretty fast. She smiled and then picked up her book. She was having the most blissful week and really didn’t want it to end. 

It felt like hours later when shadows appeared above her. “Where’s my towel, Mum?”

Lily rolled her eyes. “Your father is perfectly capable of getting you your towel, too, honey. ‘Mum, Mum, Mum,’” she mimicked, laughing. 

Scott shrugged. He was lucky to get away without Bodhi’s constant nagging. Still, she couldn’t complain—Scott was a great dad, and Bodhi was mostly an easy child, she knew. 

“Last day today,” Scott said, looking as disappointed as Lily felt. She nodded in response. She usually wasn’t one to get Mondayitis or sad at the end of a holiday, but she wasn’t looking forward to the next week with Bodhi starting back at school. Ugh, the school routine—making lunches, washing uniforms, and early bedtimes. They’d established a bit of a routine over their holiday, rising late, walking, returning and having breakfast, then relaxing by reading, watching TV, eating a light lunch, and heading to the beach or the pool til dinner time. They usually went out for dinner, but a couple of nights they’d done a poolside barbeque and board games. Bodhi had made a couple of young friends at the resort, and Lily and Scott had enjoyed watching him play with the other children. They now made a habit of annual beach holidays, and this trip, they’d discussed it might be important to return to the same resort each year to, hopefully, see some of the same children again. 

Lily stopped pondering and glanced up at Scott, who was looking out at the ocean, wistfully. She smiled and caught sight of Bodhi, who was building a sandcastle nearby. He never stopped—not for a minute! She gestured to the bag and then said, “Shall we?” indicating to Scott that it might be time to pack up. 

He understood immediately and nodded. “Yeah, I guess we better get organised to get on the road.” 

“We’ll have lunch first though?” They’d changed up their routine on the last day in an effort to get on the road before too late.

“Yes, just something fast, and then we’ll get in the car and go so we don’t get home too late.”

Lily nodded. That sounded like a good plan. The trio set about putting all their belongings into the car. By the time they were ready to go, their swimsuits had all dried. Lily had thrown a dress over the top of hers and decided they could just do the drive home that way. They grabbed sandwiches from a little café near their beach villa, and then made the two-hour drive home. On the way to the beach, Lily had given Bodhi a bunch of activities—never fun entertaining an active eight-year-old in the car—but he must have been exhausted because on the way home he happily put his iPod earphones in and relaxed, finally falling asleep. Lily smiled—she remembered back when he was young and would fall asleep in the car. She hadn’t seen that for a long time.

“So back to school next week. I’m a little anxious. I always hate the start of a new school year.”

Scott couldn’t hide his amusement. “For you or him?”

Lily shrugged. “That’s just the thing, isn’t it? It’s probably me!” She was fully aware that she was a little over the top. “But, hey, he’s our only child.”

“True. Do you know which teacher he has?”

“No, apparently he has someone new to the school this year. I forget her name. I hope she’s nice. I really hoped he’d get Mr Stenlake. A nice male influence. He’s one of the other grade three teachers.”

“Oh! What am I if I’m not a nice male influence.”

Lily said, “Okay, but you’re his dad. You know what kids think of their parents.”

Scott nodded. “I think I get what you mean.”

*

A FEW EVENINGS later, Lily was anxiously packing Bodhi’s school bag. His return to school also meant Lily’s return to work, so she also planned her clothes out for the next morning. She always took the entire summer holiday period off work, and she wasn’t excited to get back into the swing of things for herself, either—rushed mornings, packing lunches, planning her wardrobe—but deep down she knew that once they got into it again, it would all be fine. She really valued the flexibility her job and financial situation provided, but she also knew she wouldn’t want to be at home full time now that Bodhi was at school. When he was younger, it was different. He had really needed her, and Lily had been a stay-at-home mum the whole time. Once he’d started at school, she had been excited about having something outside of the family. Something for her. Toward the end of that period, she’d almost been counting down the days, so she knew she shouldn’t begrudge the fact that she was working now.

When she woke up, she could hear Bodhi talking to Scott in the kitchen. Lily slipped out. “Hey,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “Oh, good, you’re having breakfast.”

“Yeah, Dad made me toast and cheese,” Bodhi said.

“How are you going?” Scott asked, smiling kindly. “Did you sleep okay? You were up pretty late.”

“Good, once I finally went to sleep, I was out like a light.” Lily added, “I’ll have a shower, get ready for the day. Back to the grindstone!”

Lily was acting like the return to work was awful, but she actually did love her work. She’d carved out an opportunity that worked perfectly for her, though the return to the routine was always a reality hit! When Lily had been ready to return to work, she’d spoken to her sister Jacqui about lots of different options. Should she manage an office, work in admin, work in sales? She didn’t really know what she felt like doing. Maybe she could train to become a florist or cake maker. Maybe she should study to become a psychologist—she did love people. There were plenty of options. 

Jacqui was in marketing, and always had good ideas, so she wanted to pick her brains. Not once had it occurred to her to start her own business, but one of the ideas Jacqui had had stuck with Lily—they could create a local magazine for parents, with a large section at the back for discounts. Lily loved writing and networking and thought the service for parents would be a great idea. She got to work creating a business plan, and when she presented it to Jacqui, Jacqui was just as keen to set it up. “If we’re successful, I could work part-time and do the business the rest of the time,” Jacqui had said, excitedly considering the possibilities. “And if we’re super successful, I could give up my job and work with you full-time!” 

That was all the motivation Lily needed to make this work. She got advertisers from all over Canberra. Each ad was linked to at least one discount voucher, and about half the readers bought the magazine just for the discounts. The others loved the articles, and Lily tasked people from all over the world to submit articles each month. Soon enough the magazine was successful enough that Jacqui could reduce her hours at work. The beauty of that was that Jacqui could cover all the summer months, and Lily would be a stay-at-home mum for Bodhi during the summer. 

Jacqui’s kids were older and a lot more independent than Bodhi. Jacqui constantly said to her little sister, “Enjoy Bodhi wanting you around because it doesn’t last forever.” Her three girls seemed to want to do their own thing all summer long, so Jacqui enjoyed pumping out the work to get the first issue of each year on to the shelves. In the last year, Jacqui had resigned from her job completely, and now they had the pressure to really make it work. Jacqui was already considering new options to expand the business. She was the creative brains behind the business, while Lily was all about implementing, connecting people with the right project. It seemed to work really well.

It was forecast to be such a hot day and Lily had a few meetings lined up already, so she threw a red dress on, heels, and brushed her long dark hair. After she spritzed some perfume on and completed the look with vibrant red lipstick, she felt ready for both the return to the school gate and to the office. She went downstairs where Scott and Bodhi were now watching cartoons, breakfast over. “Kettle’s still hot,” Scott called. “I didn’t make you a cup. I wasn’t sure how long you’d be, but the tea bag’s in your mug.”
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